I propose 4 ways in which ICTs could bring the current system closer to the reality of the next generation, using technology that we have available now 3 and current trends in Internet use by Canadians. 4 This list is by no means exhaustive. It includes:
Personal health portals:
Given that Canada was the first country in the world in which every public school gained access to the Internet, 5 we have a good chance of becoming the first nation in the world in which every adult will be Internet-savvy. Our next generation will be surprised if they do not have an online personal health record, with intelligent decision-support tools to help them stay healthy or participate actively in disease management; access to credible and comprehensible health information; a secure platform to communicate with health professionals and other members of society who share their healthrelated interests; and user-friendly tools to engage actively in decisions about health priorities and the future of the health system.
An integrated platform to enable coordinated access to health services: Thanks to online travel services, most Canadians can now book a flight, rent a car and reserve a hotel room, all on a single Web site and from any location. If fiercely competitive companies are able to support multivendor online services, it is reasonable for Canadians to expect that health organizations (which in theory should not be competing with each other) get their act together and support joint platforms to promote continuity and coordination of services. Our main risk at this point is that each province will create a separate A view from the Internet age: Let's build a health system that meets the needs of the next generation Alejandro R. Jadad health services platform that is incompatible with the others. This could create difficulties for the exchange of information across geographic boundaries and for the development of pan-Canadian efforts to optimize our ability to deliver and access high-quality health services with limited resources.
Telehealth services as an integral part of the system: Canada is already a world leader in telehealth. However, here, as in most other regions of the world, telehealth services consist mainly of live consultations that require participants to interact from dedicated, specialized facilities. Telehealth has thus remained a complementary service devoted to giving underserved areas access to specialized services. It could be argued that this approach reaffirms the industrial-age model of care. With the widespread penetration of the Internet, the reduction in cost of data storage and the proliferation of digital cameras, new modalities of telehealth are now possible. Today, patients who own Web cameras could request routine consultations with health professionals from home. Telephones with cameras are making multimedia teleconsultations possible from anywhere. By using digital cameras and any kind of Internet connection, it is also possible for patients and health professionals to capture clinically important images (e.g., moles, surgical wounds, electrocardiograms) from any location and send them to specialists in distant sites for assessment. This modality, known as asynchronous or store-and-forward telehealth, could have important effects on wait times and promote truly equitable access to health services, since specialists would be able to use their time more efficiently while serving anyone who needs them, from anywhere in Canada or beyond.
Effective incentives for the rapid adoption and use of ICTs: Our generation missed the opportunities created by the telephone: this ubiquitous and familiar tool remains underused because of the lack of financial incentives to use it within the health system. We will be repeating history unless we develop the financial, political, legal and logistic frameworks necessary to enable expedient identification, evaluation, introduction and adoption of new and powerful ICTs that could improve health and health care delivery.
Our children often wonder how we managed to go through school without the Internet. Let's make sure that, in 10 years, they thank us for using it to create the health system they expect and deserve.
